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Chapter One Introduction 1

Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Review of George Eliot’s Literary Reputation

George Eliot’s critical reputation has had a checked history from the
start. A bright beginning was made possible by using the pseudonym
of George Eliot, shielding her true identity as the unmarried wife of
George H. Lewes. Controversy and outrage accompanied her career,
however, once Victorian society uncovered the real writer behind the
veil. Because of her “immoral” relationship with Lewes, she faced
virtual social ostracism, but her outstanding intellectual power, her
insight into the basic human nature, her moral concern, her humor
and irony, all this as reflected in her works at last eamed her the
recognition of literary critics, as well as the love of the reading public.
During the later years of her life, she was generally seen as one of the
most important Victorian novelists, a learned sage of the age, and a
respected celebrity sought and lionized by her social betters. But,
perhaps as is usual in the literary world, her reputation suffered a
sudden decline several years after her death and into the early
twentieth century, partly because of the rise of modernism which
drew people’s attention away from traditional realistic art, partly
because the biography stitched together by her widower, John W.
Cross, left out the most interesting parts of her life. Her literary
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reputation reached its lowest point during the earlier decades of the
twentieth century with Samuel C. Chew saying in A4 Literary History
of England, “No other Victorian novelist of major rank is so little read
today”.® A revival of interest in George Eliot’s novels began on the
centenary of her birth with an essay in the Times Literary Supplement
by Virginia Woolf. Gradually, a thin stream of studies appeared until
they culminated in 1949 in Dr. F. R. Leavis’ publication of The Great
Tradition, crystallizing George Eliot’s critical reputation. In 1956,
Professor Gordon S. Haight published his meticulously edited work—
the 7-volume The George Eliot Letters and then followed his George
Eliot—a Biography in 1968, both of which helped to bring about the
“post-1945 phenomenon” in Eliot studies.® A latest surge of interest
in George Eliot was rekindled during the centenary of her death
(1981). Since then, Eliot has been at the center of literary studies,
with critics conducting various researches on various aspects of her
work from different perspectives.

1.2 Review of George Eliot Criticism

1.2.1 Biographical Studies

There have been numerous biographical approaches to the study of
George Eliot, including more than twenty full-length books, so this
book will only list and introduce those most valued by the George
Eliot scholars. The earliest notable one is Mathilde Blind’s George

@® See George H. Ford, ed., “George Eliot”, Victorian Fiction: A Second Guide
to Research (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1978),
p.234.

® mbid,, p.234.
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Eliot. Blind’s approach anticipates the volume by Leslie Stephen.
Blind attempted to be thorough and accurate. The previously
unpublished letters coupled with an emphasis on the feminist
accomplishments of George Eliot give the biography a detailed and
distinctive outlook. The enthusiasm of Blind, however, fashioned
numerous overstatements such as, George Eliot was “the greatest
realist...of her sex”, in contrast to George Sand who was “the greatest
idealist of her sex”,(p.6) or that George Eliot combined in
extraordinary ways intellectual power and “an unparalleled vision for
the homely details of life”.(p.5) Although limited by a lack of
extensive data, Blind’s well-researched book shows that the uniform
and uneventful life of Eliot was a myth. Instead, Blind suggested a
stressful, troubled existence for George Eliot but one that had a heroic
if not transcendent quality.

John W. Cross’s three-volume life of Eliot appeared two years
later, and for many years remained the standard life account of her.
Cross’s intimacy with Eliot led him to preserve a distance between his
role as a biographer and his subject in order to avoid subjectivity,
resulting in the well-known truncation of her letters, the refusal to
comment on various events in her life and a general avoidance of
conclusions. The detail, arrangement, and precision of Cross’s work
anticipate the shape of Haight’s work. Both stress the daily life, and
both resist interpretation of her life and literature. They both
emphasize Eliot’s sensitivity to criticism as well as her diffident
nature, and concentrate on the development of her intellect and
character.

In 1902, Leslie Stephen published his version of George Eliot’s
life, in which Stephen also provided a criticism of her literary works.
He was unafraid to criticize her characterization. He concluded that
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the value of her novels consisted in that they were “implicit
autobiography” and manifested a sympathetic nature united with “a
large and tolerant intellect”, (p.201) anticipating several more recent
biographies. .

To counter the prejudices and errors of earlier lives, Gordon S.
Haight spent years compiling and editing George Eliot’s letters and
later published his study of Eliot’s life. It is meticulous in detail and
scrupulous in documentation. Because of its inclusive and
comprehensive record of her life, it is generally viewed as the
definitive biography of Eliot, an outstanding contribution to Eliot
scholarship. It is mainly from this version of Eliot’s life that I have
found the evidence to support my hypothesis for Eliot’s realistic
commitment and idealistic impulse.

Besides the above-mentioned ones, there are still some original
and thus valuable biographies, notably Ruby Redinger’s George Eliot:
The Emergent Self (1975) which complements Haight’s in that it
provides a bold analysis of Eliot’s psychological dynamics which
Haight eschews. Another noteworthy one is Valerie A. Dodd’s
George Eliot: An Intellectual Life (1990), which mainly discusses her
formation of ideas and beliefs.

As indicated by some biographers, one aspect of Eliot’s
personality caught my attention: i.e. there were two most conspicuous
trends in Eliot’s personality—on the one hand, there was her
emotional, sympathetic and feminine nature: her need to have
someone to lean on, her pursuit of the good and the ideal in life and in
art; on the other hand, there was the highly intellectual, rational and
philosophical moralist who strove for truth above all things in art and
life. This seemingly paradoxical drives in her nature led to her unique
art, on which critics have expressed different and even contradictory
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views. Part of the task of the present study is to interpret this so-called
split, comment on and refute some critics’ relevant views with this
paradoxical aspect of her nature in mind, and especially to explore the
romantic idealism underlying her outlook and literary works.

1.2.2 Judicial Criticism

George Eliot criticism began almost the day after her Scenes of
Clerical Life was published. Within one and a half centuries, a wealth
of reviews, essays and books on her and aspects of her works have
been committed to print. This book lists the most important ones in
the following survey to support the position that the idealistic aspects
of George Eliot have not been fully explored in relation to her
realistic aesthetics and thus deserve more critical attention.

During the nineteenth century, her critics were mostly
contemporary reviewers. R. H. Hutton reviewed almost all of George
Eliot’s novels and offered very enlightening views. But the most
influential critics were Henry James and Leslie Stephen. Henry James
actually marked the watershed of modemn theory and practice of
fiction criticism, and it was in the discussions of George Eliot’s
novels that the young James began his critical career. He was much
concerned with the form of art, deploring the lack of form in her
novels. His well-known nicknaming of Victorian serialized novels as
“large loose baggy monsters™ reflects his dissatisfaction with the
narrative form of such novels. According to James, the formal defect
of Eliot’s novels consisted in an over-expansive and discursive
manner resulting in a lack of concentration and onward dramatic

@ See M. H. Abrams, ed., The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Vol.2
New York & London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1986 ), p.938.



